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Coleridge strikes me as an English Edgar Allen Poe. I

suppose that's a very unsophisticated American attitude toward two

great poets, and it's probably not fair to either one, but about

poetry I am unsophisticated. Anyway, even if he is an English Poe,

the two are still very different. Poe died young, drunk and

Presbyterian. Coleridge was called insane, never guite kicked his

drug habit, but he died comfortably well-off, respectable and

Anglican. Neither one is a very good model for students,

preachers, or members of this symposium. So why should I bother

you tonight with a whole hour on Samuel Taylor Coleridge?

He's been dead for almost a hundred and fifty years.

Most people remember him only for a long poem about an albatross,

and a short poem about Kublai Khan? Two poems, and no one is quite

sure what they mean. Why Coleridge?

He abhorred the Scots, and hated the name, "Sam", so why

ask me a Scot named Sam to review a book about him? Why Coleridge?

You might say, "Well, he was the son of a clergyman? and

he was dead right about atheists. Atheists, he wrote, are

emotionally off-balance, intellectually shallow and socially

dangerous. But look who's talking; Coleridge, the Unitarian, the

opium eater. He turned his back on his father's wish that he enter

the Anglican ministry. Instead, he piously lectured his friends

who did go into the ministry, telling them that they ought to dress

properly and look like clergymen and not hide their high calling by

looking ordinary and anonymous. Again, look who's talking. There

were times when Coleridge, "under the influence", was as wild, and

hairy and dirty and unkempt as any of the bums lurching around the

streets of London. There's m^eh more in this book^ about the seamy

side of his early lifeT^^teXl I had to ask myself, Why Coleridge?

Well, actually the book is worth reading. One reason is

that like Edgar Allen Poe, Coleridge wrote poetry worth reading.
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In fact, it's the kind of poetry you can't forget. You don't have

to memorize it. It sneaks into your head and never leaves. It's

the poetry of the early 19th century English and American

Romantics, as they are called. You read them and end up chanting

some of their lines for the rest of your life:

"..the tintinnabulation of the bells, bells, bells bells bells,
bells, bells.." (that's Poe, of course). Coleridge's lines have
the same mesmerizing quality: "In Xanadu did Kubla Khan, A stately
pleasure dome decree, Where Alph the sacred river ran, Through
caverns measureless to man, Down to a sunless sea."

(I'll come back to Kubla Khan later. It was the first of the

"Early Visions" poetry which form the title of the book we are

reviewing) . I lived for a year and a half next to that 'pleasure

dome', the Drum Tower which Kublai Khan built in Peking five

hundred years ago. I'll never forget those lilting lines. But

what do they mean? I simply liked the sound of them. And that

may be reason enough to enjoy Coleridge's singing words in an age

which mutilates beautiful old hymn lyrics to make them inclusive

and forgettable.

There are other reasons why Coleridge is worth reading and

worth studying. Sheer curiosity is one. Why have so many books

been written about him? I counted four whole shelves of books

about Coleridge over at Firestone Library the other day.

He is so relevant. He mirrors both what is best and what is

worst not only in his day but in our own age. He is a bewildering,

captivating combination of extremes, like the world we live in. He

stands uncomfortably caught between his own religious instincts and

a rising, relentlessly aggressive tide of secularism. Those were

days, like ours, of an explosive expansion of information, the days

of the beginnings of modern science. The new discoveries

fascinated Coleridge, and some of his closest friends were

scientists like the great chemist Sir Humphrey Davy, who invented

the miners' safety lamp and pioneered in electro-magnetism. It was

also an age of political revolution. And Coleridge, like many

educated people today, happily dabbled in radical political

activism. It was also, like ours, an age of war he lived in, the
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Napoleonic wars, and that deeply troubled him.

Like ours, his was an age of continental war, the Napoleonic wars.

But there are two things I found out about Coleridge in

this book by Richard Holmes , two things more important than his

readability and his relevance, that have convinced me he is worth

taking the time to know better than I had ever known him before.

First, card-carrying Calvinist that I am, I was delighted to find

in him a good Calvinist Calvinistic lesson in the power of

redemptive grace. He needed it. Unfortunately, most of that

lesson will have to wait until I see what Hughes does with his

second volume. This one take him only up to 1804. The other

reward, as I read the book, was the discovery of so much theology

in a poet notorious for his faults and famed more for his romantic

poetry and his verbal skill than for rigour of thought or

disciplined religion. Why Coleridge? Well, because he would make

a great sermon. I could almost stretch it into a whole seminary

course

.

But perhaps the better question for us to ask tonight is

not Why Coleridge? but Which Coleridge? Was he the eager youngest

son in a close-knit nuclear family in a mainline, upper stream

denomination—a believing, traditional Christian? Or was he the

radical, rebellious university student experimenting with drugs,

sex and intellectual doubt at Cambridge?

Was he the fiery, social activist—anti-war and anti-

capitalist at-the end of- -the 18th- century? or was he the defender

of the faith and of a historical Jesus against scientific atheists

in that same period in the 1790s, two hundred years ago. Was he a

great poet, writing romantic verse after a very happy marriage, or

was he a failure, wasting his genius in a losing fight against

drugs and sexual temptations which broke up his marriage?

This book won't answer all the questions. It stops

halfway through his life when, in 1804, he was only 32. It stops

just as he is about to give up his desperate attempts to shake off

the opium habit, and perhaps recover the family happiness he had

lost. It stops before he comes back from his self-imposed exile on
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the continent to try to prove himself worthy of the literary fame

that seemed to be slipping away from him in England. So before we

tackle the questions, let's look at the biographical facts. For a

quick brush-up on Coleridge, before you read this book which ^ ^
probably^4aas too much detail for most readers, you might try the

same author's very short popular biography of Coleridge, student —

size, simply named, Coleridge (Oxford: 1982)

.

His life divides into seven parts (like his Rime of the

Ancient Mariner) , but only the first six are covered in our book:

I. Nine quiet years of family life in rural England. (1772-1781).
II. Ten homeless, friendless years as a charity student in London.

(1781-1791)
III. Three stormy years at Cambridge, with no degree. (1791-1794).
IV. 6* Three uncertain years of unprinted poetry, Unitarian

preaching, and radical politics. (1794-1797)

.

V. Then the two best years of his early life: beautiful poetry
and married happiness. (1797-1799)

.

VI. Four years of decline: a hopeless love affair, drug addiction.
and exile (1800-1804) . He flees from his troubles to
Europe and here our book ends , but let me add:

VII. The return to England and thirty long years of literary,
physical and theological recovery, from 1804 to 1834.

I. The Nine Quiet Years (1772-1781) . Samuel Taylor

Coleridge was born in 1772 in Devon near the English Channel about

50 miles below Plymouth, the youngest of ten children of a well-

educated vicar, who doubled as headmaster of a boys' school, and

who had already published a Hebrew edition of the Bible before his

son Samuel was born. "..my father was not a first-rate Genius,"

wrote Samuel later, "he was however a first-rate Christian." By

the time he was 3, young Sam was already reading whole chapters of

the Bible, (pp.4 ff.) His father was delighted and wisely saw to

it that he related what he read in the Bible to all that he saw of

God's glory in nature. This appreciation of the beauty of God's

creation never left him and infused his poetry with a religious

sense of wonder and awe. Holmes quotes Coleridge's later

comparison of his own sense of the religious as against the dry

rationalism of the Enlightenment in these words of the poet:

"I have known some who have been rationally educated, as it is
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styled. They were marked by a microscopic acuteness; but when
they looked at great things, all became a blank & they saw
nothing. .

" (p. 19)

.

II. Ten Homeless Years . (1781-1791). His father died

when he was 9, leaving the family impoverished. Coleridge barely

escaped having to drop out of school altogether in order to earn a

living, but won a scholarship and was sent off to a charity school

in London, where if not quite a "first-rate Christian", though

still a believer, he began to prove that he was indeed a "first-

rate genius", but only very slowly. He began by earning a coveted

scholarship to Jesus College, Cambridge, where his mind was fine-

tuned, but his life was turned upside down.

Studies came easily to him, but so did distracting temptations. It

was at Cambridge that he began to experiment with opium, but only

as a medicine at first and without "any disagreeable effects", he

reported, prematurely as it turned out. (p. 40) . He ended the

first year at university with a Gold Medal and a growing appetite

for alcohol, immorality and political radicalism, which contrasted

sharply with the traditionalism of his own family background. He

began also secretly to question his Christian beliefs, (p. 45 f.)

Feeling more and more guilty both about his theological doubts and

his irregular lifestyle, he suddenly quit Cambridge and joined the

army, (p. 51 f f . )

.

kept falling off his horse. He was given alternative service and

was ordered to duty in the Pest House, nursing a fellow dragoon

dying of smallpox, highly contagious and usually fatal.

Miraculously the trooper recovered, and Coleridge didn't catch it.

But eight horrible days and nights without sleep or bath or change

of clothes gave him terrible nightmares, more of the "early

visions" which colored his later poetry. Some thought he was mad,

and friends bought him out of the service, He was actually

discharged as "insane". It was not quite true, but he was crazy

enough as far as the army was concerned, (pp. 53-58)

.

III. Three stormy Years at Cambridge. (1791-1794)

.

Army service was a disaster. He joined the dragoons, but
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He threw himself into radical politics along with a fellow student,

his future brother-in-law and a poet laureate of England, Robert

Southey, but at that stage they were both more interested in

revolution than in poetry. Post-revolutionary America seemed like

the ideal setting for a perfect community of high-minded, free-

thinking scholars and poets. Taking their cue from the new, young

French revolution, and disgusted with English conservatism,

Coleridge and Southey planned an idealistic socialistic commune of

twelve couples who would emigrate to America and create a perfect

society on the banks of the Susquehanna River. It would be

"'untainted by corrupt values", They would own all things in

common, work 2 or 3 hours a day, and spend the rest of the time in

high liberal thoughts, spirited discussions about truth, nature and

true religion, and raising the children of the future. They called

it Pantisocracy. It sank without a trace. It failed before it

started. And Coleridge, discouraged, left Cambridge without

graduating. But its emphasis on the kinship of man and nature was

to remain with him all his life. Nature herself "must be the great

teacher". "Owls I respect..", he wrote, "and Jack Asses I love")

(p. 83 f.)

Ill . Three Uncertain Years of unpublished poetry u

Unitarian preaching, and more radical politics. ((1794-1797). As

it turned out, it was considerably easier for Coleridge to talk

about the perfect society than to organize it. He and Southey

moved to Bristol and Coleridge discovered in himself a talent for

public speaking that carried him into controversial lecture series

full of what his opponents called "flame-coloured epithets" against

English conservatives like the Prime Minister, William Pitt the

Younger, and passionate support of the French Revolution. But his

liberal politics found strong support from the emerging Unitarian

movement in English Non-Conformity. His own radical politics were

rooted in deep but unorthodox religious convictions. He was

practically a Presbyterian, for English Presbyterianism was turning

Unitarian at that very time, and would remain so for almost a

century until it was reconverted from Scotland. But it was the
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Unitarians who urged him to become a lay-preacher and called him to

a Unitarian pulpit in Bristol.

Coleridge was a Unitarian, but no atheist. Among his

scientist friends was Erasmus Darwin, grandfather of Charles, and

an atheist. Coleridge admired his mind but not his religion. To

another atheist friend he wrote that he had better go back and read

his New Testament (p. 130) . And when Thelwall argued that parents

should rear their children as agnostics until they are old enough

to make a rational choice between religions and atheism, Coleridge

turned in rebuttal to an argument from nature, which he loved.

"I showed him by garden—a botanical gem, I said. How so, he
said— it is covered with weeds. Oh, I said, that is only because
it has not yet come to its age of discretion and choice. The weeks
took the liberty of growing and I hadn't the heart to prejudice the
garden towards roses and strawberries." (p. 158).

But in this Unitarian period of his, there was no room for the

doctrine of the atonement (which he considered Gnostic heresy)

.

Christ's death and sacrifice was only an evidence of his complete

sincerity, a voluntary giving up of himself "in order that he might

confirm the Faith or awaken the Gratitude of Men. Such is the

moral sense of the atonement", he wrote in his Bristol lectures (J.

R. Barth, Coleridge and Christian Doctrine , Harvard, 1969, p. 8).

He was, in effect, a 20th century liberal Christian preacher in

18th c. England.

V. The two best years of his early life , (1797-1799). He

had fallen in love with and married his friend Southey's sister-in-

law a year earlier, October 1795. The birth of a son brought them

great joy, and something of the deep contentment of those days

shows in his poetry.

"And now once more, 0 Lord! to thee I bend,
Lover of souls! and groan for future grace,
That ere my babe youth's perilous maze have trod,

Thy overshadowing Spirit may descend,
And he be born again, a child of God" (Sept. 1796)

.

It was in this period, also, that one of his greatest poems

came to mind in an "early vision", triggered, alas by "two grains
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of opium, taken to check a dysentery" (see flyleaf) . It was "Kubla

Khan", not published until later.

"In Xanadu did Kubla Khan a stately pleasure dome decree,

Where Alph the sacred river ran, through caverns measureless

to man
Down to a sunless sea." (1797).

Beautiful, but what does it mean? I asked earlier. Let's see.

Holmes does not greatly concern himself with the theological

implications of the poetry. In fact, contrary to the more obvious

Christian symbolism, he prefers to suggest links to Mongol

shamanist harvest rites associated with Kublai Khan, which

stretches it a bit far, but he does mention the parallels with

Milton's very Christian Paradise Lost, (p. 164 and n.)

This is by far the most convincing interpretation of the

vision that became the poem, "Kubla Khan". The imagery of the

"pleasure dome", and the "gardens bright", and the "sacred river"

of the opening stanza are Eden's paradise. Then the fall: "a woman

wailing for her demon lover", an earthquake of "dancing rocks" and

water bursting out of the split earth, and "caves of ice" and

shadows in the garden. The poem closes with the Abyssinian maid,

the damsel with the dulcimer recalling to the fallen poet visions

of the paradise he had lost. "And all should cry, 'Beware!

Beware! ' as he remembers how once "on honey-dew he fed, And [drank]

the milk of Paradise." The primal innocence, the sin and the fall,

and the wistful hope that somehow paradise might be regained—it is

a mirror of Coleridge's own troubled life, and of a religious mind

that could not forget its roots. It is a supreme example of his

poetic wizardry with words.

"Could I revive within me Her symphony and song,

To such a deep delight 'twould win me
That with music loud and long, I would build that dome in air,

..And all who heard should see them there,
And all should cry Beware! Beware!
His flashing eyes, his floating hair!

< .

For he on honey-dew hath fed, and drunk the milk of Paradise."

The next year he published "The Rime of the Ancient

Mariner", which has crept into just about every major anthology of
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English poetry ever compiled.

"It is an ancient Mariner, and he stoppeth one of three,

'By thy long grey beard and glittering eye,

Now wherefore stopp'st me?"

And an even more famous line, popular in trivia games:

"Water, water everywhere, nor any drop to drink".

In the "Ancient Mariner", as in "Kubla Khan" Coleridge

cannot escape from the theology in which he had been raised, and

which he tried in vain to drive from his mind, with opium now not

as a medicine, but as an evasion. In the great windy, sweep of the

poem, there is the same theological sequence": the Mariner's sin,

"God save thee, ancient Mariner! . .Why look'st thou so?' With my

cross-bow I shot the ALBATROSS." And the terrible punishment for

sin:

"Water, water, everywhere, And all the boards did shrink; Water,

water, every where Nor any drop to drink. The very deep did rot:

0 Christ! That ever this should be! Yea, slimy things did crawl

with legs Upon the slimy sea"

But now the hope of redemption is stronger than in "Kublai Khan".

After the trials of the voyage, the Mariner meets the Hermit, he

tells his tale, the blood of the Albatross is washed away, the ship

makes harbour, even the dead sailors are raised to life, and the

Mariner walks to the kirk to pray. "He prayeth well," the poem

concludes with the familiar lines:

"He prayeth well, who loveth well, both man and bird and

beast.
He prayeth best, who lovest best All things both great and

small .
.

"

And the wedding guest, stunned by the Mariner's long tale, leaves

the wedding. "A sadder and a wiser man, He rose the morrow morn".

VI. Four years of decline , 1800-1804. Unfortunately for

Coleridge, unlike the "wedding guest", his next tomorrows were

sadder but not wiser. After the two happiest years came four years

of painful, steady decline.

For a while he idealized the French revolution, then

watched it fail, and discovered the sad truth that most revolutions
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fail

.

But people began to notice how precociously and verbally

literate he was. Words tumbled out of him and sparkled. At one

private social dinner, later, not even the presence of Sir Walter

Scott and James Fenimore Cooper could keep him from stealing the

show as he talked for a solid hour on whether Homer had actually

ever existed. The two great novelists were left stunned with

admiration at his effortless but precise flow of thought, words and

memorable phrases.

In such a time of upheaval, he had the genius to learn

from the new, without jettisoning what was best in the past. As

Richard Hughes writes in the book we are reading:

"Coleridge seemed to learn as much from landscape as from
literature? as much from children's games as from philosophic
treatises; as much from birdflight as from theology".


